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The paper will deal with the recommendations for museum exhibition activities on 

the subject “Amber in Medicine” based on the many years' experience of heading 

exhibition projects and research in the sphere of the history of medicine. The paper 

focuses on the issues of development of scientific and artistic concept of a thematic 

display. 

How can the history of medicine help the modern presentation of a subject? What 

is the urgency of the subject of medical application of amber determined by 

nowadays? What should the exhibition development start with? How should 

the communication process between the museum and its visitors be constructed in 

the course of the objective information presentation? How to make the exhibition 

information and scenography intelligible and accessible to the visitor? These and 

other issues will be addressed in the paper. 

In April 2014, Pauls Stradiņš Museum of the History of Medicine in Riga for the 

first time showed an exhibition entitled “Amber: Myths and Science” devoted to 

the issues of the use of amber in medicine. Prior to the event, the subject had never 

been part of the Museum's research, reserves procurement or educational activities. 

The new theme had been predetermined by Riga having been declared in 2008 a 

Cultural Capital of Europe of 2014. 

The preliminary monitoring research has displayed that the subject is insufficiently 

studied; it is specific and is only fragmentarily shown in European museums. 

Highly qualified but disconnected research potential is available; a coordinating 

unit or an international grant for researching the subject are lacking; 

The investigations, conducted at the Museum's holdings by key words connected 

with the topic “amber in medicine”, resulted in the identification of a set of objects 

insufficient for an exhibition. However, a considerable selection of handwritten 

and printed sources from the fund of rare medical books was discovered at the 

same time. After a competition for the development of the theme-line “Amber 

Vein” was announced in 2011, a decision was made to start completing material 

exhibits within the subject “Amber in Medicine” and to make an exhibition based 
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on the materials available at the Museum and lodged from relevant leading 

European museums.   

The project submitted by the Museum to the competition was aimed at creating an 

exhibition, participating in scientific conventions and conducting an international 

conference entitled “Amber: Myths and Science” at Pauls Stradiņš Museum of the 

History of Medicine in 2014.  

The subject schedule of the exhibition included the following sections and the 

thematic complexes corresponding to them: 

1. Introduction (diverse samples of amber; geological and historical 

background references; an interactive part of the exhibition). 

2. Myths (a visualization of common stories and legends about amber). 

3. Popular doctoring (popular beliefs about medicinal properties of amber and 

its use in popular doctoring; amulets). 

4. Antiquity (late compiled editions of antiquity polymaths and samples of the 

Baltic amber from settlements on ancient amber routes). 

5. Between science and myths (the late Middle Ages – 19th century: a 

reconstructed medieval chemist's shop with its utensils; a collection of 

European codices and medical printed editions; devices for using amber for 

medicinal purposes). 

6. Science (a visualized Latvian project of Doctor of Engineering Sciences 

Inga Lyashenko on the use of amber thread in making artificial blood 

vessels; a number of modern medications containing amber acid). 

7. Installation “Opus 37”. 2014. A separate hall (author — Voldemar 

Johanson, born in 1980; one of contemporary media artists actively 

introducing latest scientific achievements in the arts; a visual and 

technological installation commissioned by the Museum for the exhibition 

“Amber: Myths and Science”).  

The submitted exhibition project was approved that enabled the authors to start 

implementing it. In the competition announced by the Museum, a professional 

exposition designer was selected, and we began concluding agreements on 

exhibits' bailment with museums in Latvia, Lithuania, Russia, Italy, Switzerland, 

and also with private collections owners. The proposals of cooperation were 

welcomed by counterparts and partners from many countries. Only the Museum of 

Medical History of Zurich University due to personnel rearrangement refused to 

provide us with an exhibit important for the exhibition — a unit for blood 

transfusion made of pressed amber and metal (the 1930s). Eventually, 185 exhibits 

and a visual and technological installation were shown at the exhibition. 12,630 

people from 44 countries visited the exhibition within six months. 

 



The main conclusions from the exhibition experience of the Museum on the 

subject "Amber in Medicine": 

 

 the exhibition was a uniting factor for researchers and experts of museums 

of different specialization from many countries; 

 the exhibition activities within the given subject area could be difficult 

without relevant cooperation and partnership even for a specialized medical 

museum or an amber museum;  

 the subject is of great interest for tourists and mass media who visit the city 

and the Baltic Sea countries; 

 the subject is better understood by the audiences of those countries where 

traditional treatment practices are preserved (for example, China) and 

conversely, the subject up-to-dateness is lost in the societies with 

predominating methods of modern evidence based medicine; 

 the subject is widely used as state and regional political presentational 

marketing, but, as a rule, it is limited to a description of external amber 

effects and superficial interpretations of legends and popular beliefs about its 

properties; the results of scientific investigations are available to a limited 

group of experts and are insufficiently popularized among the citizens and 

target audiences;  

 similar thematic exhibitions can be distributed on a franchising basis and can 

be a successful export “commodity” for their organizers. 


